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(S) Surface blasting system. 

(57) Apparatus is provided for activating a plurali- 
ty of groups of electrical loads, such as electri- 
cal detonators used in blasting, after respective 
time delays. The apparatus comprises a master 
control unit (10) which generates master con- 
trol signals to initiate timing out of delay de- 
vices (16) associated with each load. The 
apparatus further includes several auxiliary 
control units (12) which are connectable to the 
master control unit. Each auxiliary control unit 
is adapted to control a respective group of 
remote electrical delay devices (16) with as- 
sociated electrical loads. Each auxiliary control 
unit includes local control means for generating 
local control signals from the master control 
signals which are synchronised with the local 
control signals of other auxiliary control units, 
for initiating operation of the delay devices, so 
that a large blast can be carried out in a per- 
fectly synchronised manner. The master control 
unit may transmit master programming signals 
to the auxiliary control units, which each prog- 
ram the electrical delay devices of their respec- 
tive group. Synchronisation of the local control 
signals can be achieved in a number of different 
ways. A method of activating a plurality of 
groups of electrical loads is also described. 
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BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 



THIS invention relates to a method of and an apparatus for activating a plurality of groups of electrical 
loads such as electrically activated detonators. The invention has particular application in surface blasting 
5 techniques. 

When carrying out a blasting operation on the surface of, for example, a quarry, the area of the blast may 
be very large. For example, an area of 500 m by 60 m (30 000m 2 ) may be covered. This area may have, say, 
300 holes, with multiple detonators per hole if the decking principle is used. 

If electronically controlled detonators are used, the total length of the harness wires required to control 
10 the blast may be several kilometres. This can cause problems in powering and synchronizing all of the delay 
devices. Given the fact that the value of the explosive used in such a large blast may be of the order of several 
hundred thousand rand, it is very important to maintain timing accuracy when carrying out such blasts. It is 
also important to maintain safety standards in such blasts. 

15 SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

According to the invention apparatus for activating a plurality of groups of electrical loads after respective 
predetermined time delays comprises: 

a master control unit for generating master control signals corresponding to an initiation instruction for 
20 a plurality of electrical delay devices associated with respective loads of each group of electrical loads; and 
a plurality of auxiliary control units connectable to the master control unit and each adapted to control 
a respective group of remote electrical delay devices which are associated with corresponding electrical loads, 
each auxiliary control unit including local control means for generating local control signals from the master 
control signals which are synchronised with local control signals of other auxiliary control units, for initiating 
25 operation of the electrical delay devices of the respective group of electrical loads, and energisation means 
adapted to supply electrical power to the electrical delay devices and corresponding electrical loads. 

The master control unit may be adapted to generate master programming signals corresponding to an ac- 
tivation sequence for the electrical loads of each group of electrical loads and to transmit the master program- 
ming signals to respective auxiliary control units, each auxiliary control unit including processor means re- 
30 sponsive to the master programming signals to generate local programming signals to program the operation 
of the respective group of electrical delay devices in accordance with the activation sequence. 

The master control unit may be adapted to generate a master timing signal and to transmit the master 
timing signal to each auxiliary control unit, each auxiliary control unit including synchronisation means for gen- 
erating local timing signals in synchronisation with the master timing signal, the local control signals of each 
35 auxiliary control unit being generated synchronously with the respective local timing signals. 

The electrical loads may be electrically activated detonators, each with an associated electrical delay de- 
vice. 

The master control unit may comprise master processor means for generating a blast pattern, a plurality 
of communications interfaces for communicating with the respective auxiliary control units, and reference tim- 
40 ing means for generating a master timing signal. 

Each auxiliary control unit may include an auxiliary communication interface for receiving the master con- 
trol signals from the central control unit and for transmitting data representative of the operational state of 
the auxiliary control unit to the master control unit 

In a preferred embodiment of the invention, the synchronisation means of each auxiliary control unit conv 
45 prises a local oscillator for generating a primary local clock signal at a frequency higher than that of the master 
timing signal, frequency adjustment means for incrementally increasing or decreasing the frequency of the 
primary local dock signal in response to correction signals, frequency divider means for reducing the frequen- 
cy of the primary local clock signal to a frequency close to that of the master timing signal, and comparator 
means for comparing the output of the frequency divider with the master timing signal and for generating cor- 
50 rection signals which are applied to the frequency adjustment means so that the output frequency of the fre- 
quency divider means approaches that of the master timing signal. 

Preferably, the frequency adjustment means comprises a multiplexer, a pulse adder circuit connected be- 
tween the local oscillator and a first input connected between the local oscillator and a first input of the mul- 
tiplexer, and a pulse subtracter circuit connected between the local oscillator and a second input of the mul- 
55 tiplexer, with the output of the local oscillator being connected directly to a third output of the multiplexer, one 
of the first, second and third inputs of the multiplexer being selected in response to the correction signals to 
adjust the frequency of the primary local clock signal at an output of the multiplexer incrementally. 

The synchronisation means of each auxiliary control unit may be arranged to generate the local timing 
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signals, which have been synchronised with the master timing signal, independently of the master timing signal 
for a predetermined period prior to activation of the respective electrical loads. 

Preferably, the master control unit is adapted to receive data corresponding to the activation sequence 
for the loads of all of the groups of electrical loads from an auxiliary computer, and to transfer data correspond- 
5 ing to the activation sequence for the loads of each group of electrical loads to the respective auxiliary control 
unit 

The master control unit may be adapted to receive data from each auxiliary control unit corresponding to 
the operational status thereof, and to transfer the received data to the auxiliary computer so that the status 
of each auxiliary control unit can be monitored centrally. 
10 Further according to the invention a method of activating a plurality of groups of electrical loads after re- 
spective predetermined time delays, the method comprises: 

generating master control signals at a master control unit corresponding to an initiation instruction for 
a plurality of electrical delay devices associated with respective loads of each group of electrical loads; 

transmitting respective master control signals from the master control unit to each auxiliary control unit; 
is generating local control signals at each auxiliary control unit from the master control signals, the local 

control signals being synchronised with one another, for initiating operation of the electrical delay devices of 
the respective group of electrical loads; and 

energising the programmed delay devices and their associated loads to activate the loads. 
The method may include transmitting master programming signals corresponding to an activation se- 
20 quence for the electrical loads of each group of electrical loads from the master control unit to each auxiliary 
control unit, generating local programming signals therefrom, and transmitting the local programming signals 
to the electrical delay devices associated with each electrical load, thereby to program the operation of each 
electrical delay device and its associated load. 

The method may include generating local timing signals at each of the auxiliary control units which are 
25 synchronized with the local timing signals of other auxiliary control units, and generating the local control sig- 
nals synchronously with the respective local timing signals. 

The method may include generating a master timing signal at the master control unit, transmitting the 
master timing signal to each auxiliary control unit, and generating the local timing signals in synchronisation 
with the master timing signal. 
30 The master control signals may be generated in accordance with a blast pattern which is configured on 
a computer. 

Preferably, the method includes laying out the blast pattern graphically on a display of the computer. 
The method may include programming each delay device with a respective delay time. 
The delay times for respective delay devices may be programmed automatically, using a stored timing 
35 pattern. 

The programmed delay times may be adjusted in accordance with a chosen blast parameter to optimise 
that parameter. 

BRIEF DESCR IPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

40 

Figure 1 
Figure 2a 
Figure 2b 

45 Figure 3 
Figure 4 
Figures 5 to 9 

Figure 10 

50 

DESCRIPTION OF EMBODIMENTS 

The schematic diagram of Figure 1 illustrates a distributed blasting system in which a master control unit 
(or blast controller) 10 controls five separate auxiliary control units 12 (referred to as "zone amplifiers" in Fig- 
55 ure 1) via communication/timing cables 14. Each auxiliary control unit 12 controls a number of electronic delay 
detonators (EDD's) 16 in respective boreholes, via a bidirectional harness 18. The detonators are programmed 
via the harness using the techniques described in South African patent application number 90/7794, the con- 
tents of which are incorporated herein by reference. 

3 



is a schematic diagram of a distributed blasting system according to the invention; 
is a schematic block diagram of an auxiliary control unit according to the invention; 
is a schematic block diagram of timing synchronisation circuitry of the auxiliary control 
unit; 

is a simplified block diagram of a central control unit according to the invention; 
is a simplified flow diagram illustrating the overall operation of the system; 
are flow diagrams illustrating different aspects of the operation of the system in more 
detail; and 

is a diagrammatic illustration of a typical multizone blasting pattern. 
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In the illustrated example, the entire blasting area is a rectangle approximately 500m by 60m, with each 
blasting zone being approximately 100m by 60m in size. 

Figure 2a is a block diagram showing the basic configuration of an auxiliary control unit (or zone amplifier) 
12. The auxiliary control unit is similar to the controller illustrated in Figure 2 of South African patent application 

5 no. 90/7794. The auxiliary control unit is based around a microprocessor 20, and includes a communication 
interface 22 and a local clock generator circuit 60 which receive control signals and master timing reference 
or clock signals, respectively, via a communication/timing cable 14 from the master control unit. The function- 
ing of the auxiliary control unit is similar to that of the controller described in South African patent application 
no. 90/7794. However, an additional power supply test load section 38 is provided to enable the detonator pow- 

10 er supply 50 to be fully functionally tested before use. This is very important in a distributed blasting system 
of the kind described, since the failure of one of the auxiliary control units would cause an overall failure of 
the blast The microprocessor 20 also controls a safety motor interlock 52, which in turn controls safety 
switches 54. This ensures that this system is operating and that the lines to the detonators are all shorted to 
ground and to each other when the system is being connected up initially. The auxiliary control unit includes 

15 a detonator programming line monitor 56 and a programming pulse generator 58. These circuits, together with 
the safety motor interlock 52 and the safety switches 54, are described in the abovementioned patent appli- 
cation. 

Figure 2b is a schematic block diagram of the timing synchronisation circuitry of the auxiliary control unit 
(or zone amplifier) 12, which comprises mainly the local clock generator circuit 60 and the microprocessor 20. 

20 The local clock generator circuit 60 includes a line receiver 62 and a time synchronisation circuit with its 
own local oscillator or clock generator 24. The local oscillator 24 is a stable, crystal controlled oscillator which 
runs at 10kHz, and its output, which can be regarded as a "raw" or primary clock waveform, is fed to a pulse 
adder 26 and a pulse subtracter 28, the outputs of which are fed, together with the clock signal itself, to three 
inputs of a multiplexer 30. The pulse adder and subtracter add or subtract one pulse per second to the output 

25 of the clock generator 24. The output of the multiplexer is fed to a frequency divider 32, which divides the 1 0 
kHz signal by a factor 1 0 000, to provide a 1 Hz (1 pulse per second) output. A logic comparator circuit 34 com- 
pares the locally generated 1 Hz signal with a 1 Hz master timing signal received from the master control unit 
10 via the cable 14 and the line receiver 62, and generates correction signals which are fed to a logic circuit 
36. This circuit selects one of the three multiplexer inputs, depending on whether the local clock signal is early, 

30 on time, or delayed with respect to the master clock signal. If correction is required, the frequency of the local 
clock signal is thus adjusted incrementally so that the output of the frequency divider 32 tends towards the 
master clock signal, until synchronisation is achieved. 

The above described time synchronisation circuit is substantially noise immune, in that the adjustments 
made when synchronising the local clock square wave to the master clock square wave are done in very small 

35 steps, so that any noise spikes cannot suddenly cause the synchronisation to change. Once blasting begins, 
noise may be generated on the timing cables. For this reason, the synchronisation process is stopped when 
(or just before) blasting commences, and each auxiliary control unit runs on its own clock or timing signal, as 
most recently synchronised with the master timing signal from the master control unit Since the local square 
wave oscillator 24 of each auxiliary control unit is crystal controlled, it maintains the necessary accuracy over 

ao the required (relatively short) period until the blast occurs. 

The above described time synchronisation circuit ensures that each of the auxiliary control units synchron- 
ises its local clock signal to the master clock signal of the master control unit, by effectively adjusting the local 
clock signal until it matches the received master clock signal within a predetermined tolerance. However, other 
ways of synchronising the operation of the different auxiliary control units are possible. For example, the mas- 

45 ter control unit and the auxiliary control units can each be fitted with real time clocks. These clocks are all 
set to exactly the same time prior to the setting up of a blast To carry out the blast, the auxiliary control units 
are instructed by the master control units to initiate their respective groups of detonators at a specific time. 
This system relies on the accuracy of the real time clocks, and does not require a comparison and feedback 
process such as that carried out by the above described time synchronisation circuity. Factors which would 

so influence the choice of synchronisation system would include the cost of the relevant components and the 
degree of accuracy achievable, according to the specific application. 

Another approach which can be followed to achieve synchronisation between the operation of the different 
auxiliary control units is to arrange for the master control unit to send respective accurately synchronised con- 
trol signals to each of the auxiliary control units, and for the auxiliary control units to be designed to introduce 

55 a negligible or at least a uniform time delay in initating the operation of each respective group of electrical 
loads. In such an arrangement, the cables between the master control unit and each auxiliary control unit 
should be identical, to ensure that any delays introduced by the cables would be the same for each auxiliary 
control unit In a variation of this approach, a very high speed communication medium such as optical fibre 
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cables or radio transmitters/receivers could be provided between the master control units and the auxiliary 
control units, so that timing differences due to different distances between the master control unit and various 
auxiliary control units would be negligible. 

The above described auxiliary control unit has fewer controls compared with the original controller of the 

5 abovementioned patent application, and these comprise only a "cancel" switch and a power switch. However, 
all other features and functions of the original controller are attained, including its safety measures. 

Figure 3 shows the general configuration of the master control unit or blast controller 10. This unit com- 
prises a master microcomputer 40 and a reference timing unit (or master clock) 42 for generating reference 
or master timing signals which are transmitted to the auxiliary control units via five communication interface 

10 circuits 48, each incorporating a line driver for communicating with a respective auxiliary control unit 12. The 
master control unit also includes a laptop computer 44 with a display 46 for the entry of data and instructions. 
The computer 44 can be used by an operator to plan the blast layout, to simulate the results of the blast, to 
test the overall system and the electronic delay devices, and to initiate the blast. 

The laptop computer communicates with the microcomputer 40 via an RS232 serial link. The microcom- 

15 puter 40 in turn communicates with the auxiliary control units 12 via the respective communication interfaces 
48 and the cables 14. The various blasting commands and the blasting pattern tables generated by the soft- 
ware in the laptop computer are transferred to the microcomputer 40, which in turn transfers the relevant com- 
mands and tables to the respective auxiliary control units (zone amplifiers) 12. The same information may 
be sent to each auxiliary control unit 12, or each auxiliary control unit may receive specific instructions which 

20 are unique to a particular blasting zone. 

The communication interfaces of the master control unit and the respective auxiliary control units allow 
serial communication between the master control unit and the respective auxiliary control units over the com- 
munication timing cable 14, which may be up to 1.2 kilometres in length. Via the communication interfaces, 
the master control unit can instruct each auxiliary control unit to perform the various phases of the blasting 

25 procedure, that is, testing the number of detonators, programming the detonators, and initiating the detona- 
tors. The blast pattern table generated in the laptop computer 44 is transferred to each auxiliary control unit, 
and the status of each auxiliary control unit is monitored according to predetermined criteria. The serial number 
of the auxiliary control unit, which is a number in the range of 0 to 255, can be read, as can the number of 
detonators counted during testing of the system. Each auxiliary control unit also performs a full functional 

30 test on itself when it is powered up, by switching in dummy loads across its various output power supplies and 
signal lines to verify functioning. 

The main or reference timing unit 42 of the master control unit generates a crystal controlled square wave 
of 1Hz. This square wave serves as a master timing or master clock signal which is transmitted directly via 
the communication/timing cables 14 to the time synchronisation circuit of each auxiliary control unit 12. As 

35 described above, the time synchronization circuit locks the local square wave clock signal to the master square 
wave signal from the master control unit, with an accuracy of within 0.1 ms. The microprocessor 20 in the aux- 
iliary control unit then uses this synchronised local clock signal as a timing reference when initiating its elec- 
tronic delay detonators. 

The local clock signal is used to control the timing of the initiation of the detonators connected to each 

40 auxiliary control unit so that they are initiated at the correct time with respect to the detonators connected to 
other auxiliary control units. Thus, the local clocks or timing signals generated by the respective auxiliary con- 
trol units, which are used to control the timing of the initiation of the electronic delay detonators, are synchron- 
ised to an accuracy of at least 0.1 ms across the entire blasting zone. 

The flow diagram of Figure 4 illustrates the general operation of the system, while the flow diagrams of 

45 Figures 5 to 9 illustrate different aspects of the operation of the software of the system in more detail. Figure 
5 is an overall operational flow diagram indicating the various operating modes of the blasting software. The 
diagrams of Figures 6a to 6c illustrate the blast pattern planning procedure which is carried out on the laptop 
computer 44 associated with the master control unit The flow diagram of Figure 7 illustrates the set-up pro- 
cedure in which the auxiliary control unit serial numbers and harness connector numbers are entered for each 

50 auxiliary control unit Figure 8 shows the testing procedure controlled by the blasting software, and Figure 9 
shows the actual blasting or detonator initiation procedure. 

Referring to Figures 5 and 6a to 6c, the sequence of operation of the system begins with the operator 
planning the blast using the laptop computer 44. The special purpose blast planning software has a graphical 
CAD-like interface. This allows the operator to graphically lay out the blast using a pointing device such as a 

55 mouse or a "roller ball". The operator begins by drawing in the geometry of the rock to be blasted, including 
specifying the free face (if there is a free face). The blast holes are then added, with a single detonator as- 
sociated with each hole. This can either be done manually by positioning each hole one at a time, or automat- 
ically from a library of previously stored patterns. To assist in placing the holes accurately, grid lines and a 
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ruler are provided. The spacing between grid lines can be specified and a "snap to grid" feature can be used 
when adding holes. The ruler is used for measuring the distance between two points on the plan. Additional 
information such as the hole diameter and hole depth is also associated with each hole. 

Multiple detonators can be added to holes that require them. The holes are intially placed with single det- 

s onators, and additional detonators can then be added to them. Multiple detonators are used for redundancy 
or for decking. (Decking comprises breaking up the blast hole into vertical sections of explosives with each 
section being separated from the next by means of sand or air bags. Separate detonators with different delay 
times are placed in each section of explosives. This system might be used to blast a layer of coal out from 
underneath the overlying rock). The multiple detonators in a hole are indicated graphically on the blast plan. 

10 Delay times are then added to the detonators. This can be done manually by selecting a detonator and 
then specifying the delay time for that detonator, or it can be done automatically from a previously stored ti ming 
pattern. Once all the times have been added the blast can be graphically simulated. This allows the operator 
to check that the order of initiation of the detonators and the delay timing of the detonators is acceptable. It 
is possible at this point to execute blast optimisation software. This software adjusts the planned delay times 

15 to give the best performance for a chosen parameter, for example, better rock fragmentation, reduced ground 
vibration or reduced air blast levels. The relevant criteria for each parameter are included in the software. 

The above steps may have to be repeated a number of times until the operator is completely satisfied 
with the blast plan. Once the blast plan is complete, the software automatically places the required number 
of auxiliary control units on the plan, based on the predicted electrical performance of the length of cable and 

20 the number of detonators to be connected. Subpatterns with the relevant timing subpattern are generated for 
each auxiliary control unit used. Finally, layout instructions are generated for the blaster in charge of the blast. 
These can either be in the form of a tabulated set of instructions or in the form of a graphical plot of the blast 
layout. 

From the layout instructions generated, the blaster connects up the blast. The detonators are placed in 
25 the blast holes with the bulk explosives. A harness cable is connected to each of the detonators in the zone 
of the relevant auxiliary control unit The harness cable is manufactured in long rolls with a standard spacing 
between connectors (dependent on the mine's requirements). In use, a piece of cable is cut from the roll and 
used for the harness. Each of the connectors on the roll is numbered, for example, from 1 to 1000. The con- 
nector numbering allows checking that the correct number of detonators is connected to an auxiliary control 
30 unit for a specific zone and also enables the location of any faults to be indicated to the blaster. 

The blaster can also plug a "bypass" into the harness connectors. A dummy plug or "bypass" bridges the 
signal lines of the connector that it is plugged into. A "bypass" would be used where a hole is indicated on the 
plan but the hole was not actually drilled, or where the cable connector spacing is not long enough to reach 
the next hole. 

35 The harness is connected to the auxiliary control unit by means of two "lead ons". The "lead ons" plug 
into two detonator sockets on the harness cable. It is imperative that the order of connection is maintained 
i.e. that the start "lead on" is plugged into the start of the harness and that the end "lead on" is plugged into 
the end of the harness. Arrows indicating the start to end direction can be printed onto the harness connectors 
and onto the "lead on" connectors to aid the blaster. At the auxiliary control unit the ends of the "lead ons" 

40 can have differently shaped connectors to ensure the correct order of start and end is maintained. 

The above steps are repeated for each of the auxiliary control units. The auxiliary control units are all 
connected to the master control unit. The master control unit can be up to 1200 meters from the auxiliary con- 
trol units. Each of the auxiliary control units has a serial number, with the different auxiliary control units used 
in a particular blast having different serial numbers. The serial number enables the surface blasting system 

45 to check that the auxiliary control units have been connected to the main control unit in the correct order. The 
serial number is typically printed on the outside of the auxiliary control unit. Prior to the blaster beginning with 
the testing of the detonators, he must enter into the laptop computer the serial number of the auxiliary control 
units for each of the zones, the start and end harness connector numbers for each of the zones, and the con- 
nector numbers of any "bypasses" used (these numbers will be gathered by the blaster from inspection). The 

so entering of this setup data is shown in Figure 7. 

Once the detonators have been connected to each auxiliary control unit by means of the harness, the 
detonators can be tested (see Figure 8). The laptop computer 44 communicates with the auxiliary control units 
and checks that the serial numbers entered by the blaster are in fact correct If not, an error is reported to the 
blaster. The software then operates to cause the auxiliary control units to be synchronised to a test master 

55 timing signal and instructs each auxiliary control unit to perform a functionality test on itself. This test includes 
testing of the signal lines and power supplies with dummy loads. Any faults are again reported to the blaster. 

The software then instructs the auxiliary control units to perform a test on their respective attached det- 
onators. Each of the auxiliary control units reports the number of detonators found and whether the attached 



6 



EP 0 601 831 A1 

harness is continuous from the start to end points. The software then compares the number of detonators 
found against the planned number of detonators, less the number of "bypasses". If these numbers do not match 
then a fault is indicated to the blaster. The indication of the fault can be shown graphically and can also be 
given as a connecter number with the respective auxiliary control units serial number. The connector number 

5 of the faulty detonator is calculated from the start and end connector numbers typed in by the blaster. If any 
faults are detected then the blaster is required to fix them using the information given to him by the software. 
Once the fault has been corrected then the above procedure is repeated until all the faults have been cor- 
rected. The system is now ready to initiate the detonators. 

Referring now to Figure 9, the software waits for the blaster to issue the instruction to blast. Once the 

10 blast instruction has been issued, then the auxiliary control units are synchronised to the master timing signals 
of the master control unit. The detonator delay times (or blast patterns) are transferred from the master control 
unit to the auxiliary control units, with each of the auxiliary control units receiving the respective delay times 
for its attached detonators. Each detonator attached to each auxiliary control unit is then programmed with 
its respective delay time and the sirens are sounded. The detonators are energised and then instructed to 

is start their attached detonator timers using the synchronisation means. The entire system is then made safe 
and shut down. 

A practical example of a blast pattern is shown in Figure 10, with three different blast zones controlled by 
respective auxiliary control units 12. Each detonator in Figure 10 is numbered and the figures in brackets in- 
dicate the delay time in milliseconds programmed into each detonator. The dotted lines indicate detonators 
20 which are timed to explode at the same time. 



Claims 

25 1. Apparatus for activating a plurality of groups of electrical loads after respective predetermined time de- 
lays characterised in that it comprises: 

a master control unit (10) for generating master control signals corresponding to an initiation in- 
struction for a plurality of electrical delay devices (16) associated with respective loads of each group of 
electrical loads; and 

30 a plurality of auxiliary control units (12) connectable to the master control unit and each adapted 

to control a respective group of remote electrical delay devices (16) which are associated with correspond- 
ing electrical loads, each auxiliary control unit including local control means (20) for generating local con- 
trol signals from the master control signals which are synchronised with local control signals of other aux- 
iliary control units, for initiating operation of the electrical delay devices of the respective group of elec- 

35 trical loads, and energisation means (50, 54) adapted to supply electrical power to the electrical delay 

devices and corresponding electrical loads. 

2. Apparatus according to claim 1 characterised in that the master control unit (10) is adapted to generate 
master programming signals corresponding to an activation sequence for the electrical loads of each 
40 group of electrical loads and to transmit the master programming signals to respective auxiliary control 

units (12), each auxiliary control unit (12) including processor means (20) responsive to the master pro- 
gramming signals to generate local programming signals to program the operation of the respective group 
of electrical delay devices (16) in accordance with the activation sequence. 

45 3. Apparatus according to claim 1 or claim 2 characterised in that the master control unit (10) is adapted to 
generate a master timing signal and to transmit the master timing signal to each auxiliary control unit 
(12), each auxiliary control unit including synchronisation means (60) for generating local timing signals 
in synchronisation with the master timing signal, the local control signals of each auxiliary control unit 
being generated synchronously with the respective local timing signals. 

50 

4. Apparatus according to any one of claims 1 to 3 characterised in that the electrical loads are electrically 
activated detonators, each with an associated electrical delay device (16). 

5. Apparatus according to dai m 4 characterised in that the master control unit (10) comprises master proc- 
essor means (40) for generating a blast pattern, a plurality of communication interfaces (48) for commu- 

55 nicating with the respective auxiliary control units (12), and reference timing means (42) for generating 

a master timing signal. 



7 



EP 0 601 831 A1 



6. Apparatus according to claim 5 characterised in that each auxiliary control unit (1 2) includes an auxiliary 
communication interface (22) for receiving the master control signals from the central control unit (10) 
and for transmitting data representative of the operational state of the auxiliary control unit to the master 
control unit 

7. Apparatus according to any one of claims 3 to 6 characterised in that the synchronisation means (60) of 
each auxiliary control unit (12) comprises a local oscillator (24) for generating a primary local clock signal 
at a frequency higher than that of the master timing signal, frequency adjustment means (26, 28, 30) for 
incrementally increasing or decreasing the frequency of the primary local clock signal in response to cor- 
rection signals, frequency divider means (32) for reducing the frequency of the primary local clock signal 
to a frequency close to that of the master timing signal, and comparator means (34, 36) for comparing 
the output of the frequency divider with the master timing signal and for generating correction signals 
which are applied to the frequency adjustment means so that the output frequency of the frequency div- 
ider means approaches that of the master timing signal. 

8. Apparatus according to claim 7 characterised in that the frequency adjustment means (26, 28, 30) com- 
prises a multiplexer (30), a pulse adder circuit (26) connected between the local oscillator (24) and a first 
input (A) of the multiplexer, and a pulse subtracter circuit (28) connected between the local oscillator and 
a second input (C) of the multiplexer, with the output of the local oscillator being connected directly to a 
third input (B) of the multiplexer, one of the first, second and third inputs of the multiplexer being selected 
in response to the correction signals to adjust the frequency of the primary local clock signal at an output 
of the multiplexer incrementally. 

9. Apparatus according to any one of claims 3 to 8 characterised in that the synchronisation means (60) of 
each auxiliary control unit (12) is arranged to generate the local timing signals, which have been syn- 
chronised with the master timing signal, independently of the master timing signal for a predetermined 
period prior to activation of the respective electrical loads. 

10. Apparatus according to any one of claims 2 to 9 characterised in that the master control unit (10) is adapt- 
ed to receive data corresponding to the activation sequence for the loads of all of the groups of electrical 
loads from an auxiliary computer (44), and to transfer data corresponding to the activation sequence for 
the loads of each group of electrical loads to the respective auxiliary control unit (12). 

11. Apparatus according to claim 10 characterised in that the master control unit (10) is adapted to receive 
data from each auxiliary control unit (12) corresponding to the operational status thereof, and to transfer 
the received data to the auxiliary computer (44) so that the status of each auxiliary control unit can be 
monitored centrally. 

12. Amethod of activating a plurality of groups of electrical loads after respective predetermined time delays, 
characterised in that the method comprises: 

generating master control signals at a master control unit (10) corresponding to an initiation in- 
struction for a plurality of electrical delay devices (16) associated with respective loads of each group of 
electrical loads; 

transmitting respective master control signals from the master control unit (10) to each auxiliary 
control unit (12); 

generating local control signals at each auxiliary control unit (1 2) from the master control signals, 
the local control signals being synchronised with one another, for initiating operation of the electrical delay 
devices (16) of the respective group of electrical loads; and 

energising the delay devices (16) and their associated loads to activate the loads. 

13. Amethod according to claim 12 characterised in that it includes transmitting master programming signals 
corresponding to an activation sequence for the electrical loads of each group of electrical loads from 
the master control unit (10) to each auxiliary control unit (1 2), generating local programming signals there- 
from, and transmitting the local programming signals to the electrical delay devices (16) associated with 
each electrical load, thereby to program the operation of each electrical delay device and its associated 
load. 

14. Amethod according to claim 12 or claim 13 characterised in that it includes generating local timing signals 
at each of the auxiliary control units (12) which are synchronized with the local timing signals of other 
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auxiliary control units, and generating the local control signals synchronously with the respective local 
timing signals. 

15. A method according to claim 14 characterised in that it includes generating a master timing signal at the 
master control unit (10), transmitting the master timing signal to each auxiliary control unit (12), and gen- 
erating the local timing signals in synchronisation with the master timing signal. 

16. A method according to any one of claims 13 to 1 5 characterised in that the master programming signals 
are generated in accordance with a blast pattern which is configured on a computer (44). 

17. A method according to claim 16 characterised in that it includes laying out the blast pattern graphically 
on a display (46) of the computer (44). 

18. A method according to claim 16 or claim 17 characterised in that it includes programming each delay de- 
vice (16) with a respective delay time. 

19. A method according to claim 18 characterised in that the delay times for respective delay devices (16) 
are programmed automatically, using a stored timing pattern. 

20. A met hod according to claim 18 or claim 19 characterised in that the programmed delay times are adjusted 
in accordance with a chosen blast parameter to optimise that parameter. 

21. A method according to claim 20 characterised in that the chosen blast parameter is related to optimal 
rock fragmentation, reduced ground vibration, or reduced air blast levels. 

22. Amethod according to any one of claims 13 to 21 characterised in that the master programming signals 
transmitted to respective different auxiliary control units (12) contain information which is adapted to re- 
spective blasting zones. 
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